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lined the streets; and the expedition was very nearly cancelled.
Again, when the same expedition stood in imminent danger of
defeat and the decision was made to escape by sea before it was
too late, an eclipse of the moon occurred, and on the advice of
the soothsayers the general Nicias refused to give the order to
sail—with fatal results.
Perhaps the most interesting of all Greek superstitions was
the belief in oracles. The best known of these was the oracle of
Apollo at Delphi, where the ruins of the god's sacred precinct
may still be seen nestling on its hill-side among wild mountain
scenery, with exquisite views of the olive-clad valley beneath.
Hither in ancient times came a stream of visitors to ask the god's
advice on various problems. Within the temple there is said
to have been a chasm through which sulphurous fumes issued.
Over the chasm was placed a three-legged stool or tripod; and.
a priestess, seated on the stool, underwent some sort of ecstatic
frenzy in which she gave inspired utterance to the god's views.
The priests apparently turned her utterance into hexameter
verse and then delivered it to the inquirer. There seems little
doubt that the priests themselves were well posted with informa-
tion about current events, gleaning it, as we may guess, through
secret agents. At any rate, they were able to give extraordinarily
shrewd answers and sometimes to predict coming events. Not
infrequently they 'hedged' and gave an ambiguous answer which""
could be interpreted in two ways. The most famous instance
was of a Lydian monarch who was told that, if he crossed a
certain river, he would destroy a great empire. He crossed it
full of confidence that he would destroy his enemy's empire;
but, unluckily for himself, destroyed his own.
The answers given were sometimes surprisingly irrelevant.
There was a man who was afflicted with a stammer and came
to ask about a cure. He was told to go and found a colony in
Libya. The parents of a lad were once assured that he would
win great victories, and on the score of this advice thought of

